Introduction
Female entrepreneurship is not only an evocative metaphor of a genderized economic venture and a mantra in development discourses. It hinges on the long tradition of women's economic activities traced back to earlier collective formations such as female members of rotating savings and credit associations (ROSCAs), Ekub in Ethiopia, Esusu in Nigeria, Susu in Ghana, chikola in Kenya, stockkvel in South Africa, tontine in Senegal, and Nietamusso in Mali (Lo 2005; 2007) . Historically, West African women have been portrayed as small-scale and informal traders (Assie-Lumumba 1998; Summerfield and Aslanbeigui 1998), goddesses of the West African markets, and long-distance traders because of their legendary mobility and savvy trading skills. However, the current development agenda centered on female entrepreneurship is historically located, following structural changes and the inf luence of macroeconomic policies. The new configuration of female entrepreneurship in development programs and discourses responds to different imperatives, far from the long tradition of women traders and their indigenous practices. Strong claims are made about female entrepreneurship, its impacts on poverty alleviation, and women's economic standing and empowerment in development narratives and discourses.
These claims are specific to particular discourses embedded in shifting socioeconomic policies and practices (Republic of Mali PRSP 2002; Republic of Senegal PRSP 2003; Yunus 1997; World Bank 1996; Hulme and Mosley 1996) . They purport to improve women's livelihoods (Robinson 2001; Johnson and Rogaly 1997; Rogaly 1996) , increase household income and social security (Hulme and Mosley 1996) , and promote women's socioeconomic empowerment (Holvoet 2005; Littlefield, Hashemi, and Morduch 2003; Mayoux 1999; Hashemi, Schuler, and Riley 1996) , and further contribute to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (Littlefield, Hashemi, and Morduch 2003) .
While there is much congruence on the imperative to address gender inequities in economic development and uphold fundamental economic rights and entitlements, female entrepreneurship promotion through access to microfinance has emerged as a panacea and an "engine of growth," within a reductive schema and with little questioning of the differing socioeconomic contexts to which it applies. Charmes (1998) characterizes women's microenterprises as units of production, mainly the primary economic units of the informal sector, characterized by: 1) a small size of operation, 2) reliance on family labor and local resources, 3) low capital endowment, 4) labor-intensive technology, 5) limited barriers to entry, 6) a high degree of competition and an unskilled work force, and 7) acquisition of skills outside the formal education system. Daniels, Mead, and Musinga (1995) focus on a number of employees to differentiate among micro and small enterprises and medium enterprises. These definitions convey a fixed and invariant perception and characterization of women's enterprises based on levels of capitalization, size, and labor. What is lost in these definitions is the heterogeneity of needs, aspirations, capabilities, and self-concepts of women's microenterprises, a direct consequence of the hegemony of formal models in economics. While useful for technical differentiation, the unidimensional and fixed definitions negate the multiple positions of women entrepreneurs, the intersection between gender and entrepreneurship, the social differences and positioning within microenterprises themselves, and the values and motivations sustaining such ventures. Such limitations render invisible their social and relational functions, the complexities that undergird their organizational structures, and their attempts to circumscribe the competitive and uncertain nature of entrepreneurship. The dynamic interactions between enterprises and the gendered identity of women entrepreneurs are hardly broached. I contend further that even the basic internal structure, social relations,
